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Abstract

Undergraduate education in emergency management is

crucial for shaping future professionals in the field, but

virtually no published comparative studies have explored

the nuances of such programmes internationally. Compara-

tive analysis offers valuable insights into cross-national dis-

parities, the key elements of successful educational models,

and how national emergency management practices shape

educational approaches. This study partially fills this gap

by introducing an analytical framework that scrutinises

39 Chinese and 42 American undergraduate emergency

management programmes. It focuses on general character-

istics, educational objectives, curricula, and faculty composi-

tion. Results reveal notable differences. United States

programmes are generally within political or public affairs

departments, but programmes in China are typically

housed in specialised emergency management depart-

ments. Both countries' programmes emphasise interdisci-

plinary training, but those in the US align closely with the

Federal Emergency Management Agency's goals, thus

highlighting critical thinking and communication skills.

Chinese programmes, however, prioritise decision-making

and command capabilities. Curriculum structures in the two

countries prioritise tools and skills courses tailored to meet

the specific needs of their national emergency management

departments and enhance professional competencies. Fac-

ulty composition also differs: US programmes employ more
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adjunct faculty and faculty with public administration

or emergency management backgrounds, while Chinese

programmes tend to rely on faculty with engineering expertise.

K E YWORD S

China, comparative analysis, emergency management, higher
education, undergraduate programmes, United States

1 | INTRODUCTION

Emergency management higher education plays a critical role in training emergency management professionals,

professionalising emergency management as a field, and establishing emergency management as a discipline;

however, there is substantial variation in the development of emergency management higher education across dif-

ferent countries of the world. The United States has been at the forefront of initiating and developing emergency

management in higher education. A significant achievement was the pioneering effort of the University of North

Texas (UNT). In 1983, UNT introduced the nation's first degree programme in emergency management

(Fuller, 2002). This groundbreaking initiative paved the way for further progress in emergency management educa-

tion. Another notable milestone in the development of emergency management education was the creation of the

Emergency Management Higher Education Program by the US Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in

1994. This served as a catalyst for the advancement of emergency management education, thereby enabling the field

to grow and evolve. According to the FEMA Higher Education College List (FEMA, 2024), as of February 2024,

approximately 661 emergency management degree programmes were offered at colleges and universities across the

US. This extensive network of higher education institutions has created a robust and sophisticated system dedicated

to the education and training of emergency management professionals.

Other countries began initiating and developing emergency management higher education later than the US, but

they are steadily making progress. One important example is China, the world's largest country in the Global South.

China has made significant strides in emergency management higher education since approving its first undergradu-

ate degree programme in 2008 (Xia, 2010). In March 2020, the country's Ministry of Education (MOE) released a

policy to accredit undergraduate emergency management programmes in its Intelligent Learning Workshop of Emer-

gency and Safety Management, which led to approximately 20 schools being officially recognised as pilot emergency

management schools. During the same year, when faced with the severe challenge of the COVID-19 (coronavirus

disease 2019) epidemic, China's Ministry of Emergency Management (MEM) and the MOE jointly issued a document

aimed at encouraging Chinese universities to leverage their respective strengths and actively explore and develop

graduate degree programmes in emergency management. This initiative has provided abundant policy support for

graduate education in emergency management and has yielded positive results: by 2024, 43 universities in China

were offering undergraduate degree programmes in emergency management, and at least 25 institutions had

established postgraduate degree programmes in emergency management. China's rapid development of emergency

management in higher education showcases the nation's commitment to advancing the discipline and meeting the

growing demand for skilled professionals in the field.

The emergence of emergency management programmes has garnered considerable scholarly attention

(Neal, 2000; Phillips, 2005; McCreight, 2009; Zhou, Peng, and Xu, 2010; Kapucu, 2011; Urby and McEntire, 2014;

Haupt and Knox, 2018; Hu and Zhang, 2020; Sun, 2022). Many studies have investigated the challenges to and les-

sons learned in establishing such programmes in various countries and regions, including China, Europe, Ghana, and

the US (Fuller, 2002; McEntire, 2006; Rozdilsky et al., 2011; Yakubu and Jensen, 2019; Hu and Zhang, 2020;

Perpiñá-Galvañ et al., 2021). This extensive body of literature provides detailed analyses of and information on the
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establishment of emergency management programmes. Notwithstanding these valuable extant studies, though, a

gap remains in the literature regarding comprehensive cross-national comparative perspectives. Few investigations

have thoroughly examined the differences and similarities between emergency management programmes across

countries. Comparison enables enhanced understanding of emergency management programmes internationally.

Indeed, knowledge of disasters and emergency management activities can be advanced markedly using the compara-

tive method (McEntire, 2007). As Scolobig and Balsiger (2024) averred, comparative research is needed to compare

higher education practices in the field of disaster risk reduction to identify similarities, differences, and emerging

trends. Moreover, comparative research can provide insight into the differences in emergency management institu-

tional systems between countries and pinpoint key elements of successful emergency management higher education,

as well as reveal how emergency management practices in different countries potentially shape their professional

education.

This study aims to contribute to the emergency management field by focusing on the similarities and differences

between emergency management undergraduate degree programmes in China and the US. Specifically, it addresses

the following research questions:

1. What are the similarities and differences between emergency management programmes in China, a latecomer to

the field, and the US?

2. What are the underlying reasons for these differences?

3. What lessons can be learned to build more effective emergency management degree programmes?

2 | LITERATURE REVIEW AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 | Literature review

Extant literature on emergency management programmes in higher education has primarily focused on the

development-related experience of building degree programmes in various countries. In the US, scholars have exam-

ined various dimensions of emergency management programmes, including educational goals, curriculum design,

competency frameworks, and pedagogy (Jacoby and Associates, 1996; Alexander, 2003; McCreight, 2009;

Clement, 2011; Kapucu, 2011; Waugh, Jr. and Sadiq, 2011; Kapucu and Knox, 2013; Stewart and Vocino, 2013;

Feldmann-Jensen, Jensen, and Smith, 2017). Additionally, scholars have offered summaries of and reflections on the

establishment of emergency management degree programmes at specific US universities (Fuller, 2002;

McEntire, 2006; Rozdilsky et al., 2011).

In Europe, Perpina-Galvan et al. (2021) conducted a comprehensive overview of 140 European educational

programmes in disaster management. They discovered that the quality of these programmes can be improved by

adopting more practical and interactive teaching methods, by including relevant topics such as communication and

intervention evaluation, and by fostering research skills through dissertation writing. In Ghana, Yakubu and Jensen

(2019) found that despite the country's commitment to reducing the impacts of disasters through the provision of

emergency management degree programmes, efforts over the past decade have not been particularly effective. They

also identified six variables (institutional support, partnership, advocacy, funding, programme marketing, and cultural

factors) that explained why Ghana had not yet established an emergency management degree programme.

Admittedly, the foregoing studies have shed light on emergency management degree programmes in various

countries. Current understanding of them, though, could benefit from in-depth comparative analyses that examine

cross-national similarities and differences—the modus operandi of our study.

As noted earlier, emergency management programmes were inaugurated in the US: its initial programme was

established at UNT in 1983. In 1984, FEMA joined with the National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and

Administration (now the Network of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, and Administration) to host an inaugural
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workshop for disaster social science researchers, bringing together scholars from disciplines such as public policy and

sociology in the emergency management arena (Waugh, Jr. and Goss, 2019). FEMA has since played a leading and

sustained role in advancing emergency management in higher education in the US (Phillips, Neal, and Webb, 2016;

Waugh, Jr. and Goss, 2019; Kirkpatrick and Jensen, 2021). By 1994, FEMA's Emergency Management Institute (EMI)

had officially launched a Higher Education Program, collaborating with universities to develop emergency manage-

ment curricula. In 1998, the agency organised its first Higher Education Conference with the objective of promoting

the development of emergency management programmes across the country.

With the advent of the twenty-first century, the US has experienced a rapid expansion in emergency manage-

ment education. It has been largely in response to events such as Hurricane Katrina in August 2005 and the ‘9/11’
terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001, both of which underscored the need for more robust preparedness and

response strategies. Key institutional reforms—notably, the transition from the National Response Plan to the

National Response Framework—further supported this development (Rozdilsky et al., 2011). By 2023, there were

277 higher education emergency management programmes in 105 institutions (FEMA, 2024).

Emergency management education in China began much later than in the US. The response to the 2002–03

SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) outbreak accelerated the establishment of the country's emergency

management system and spurred the emergence and growth of emergency management education (Qian, Guo, and

Yin, 2021). After China's MEM was established in 2018, the creation of emergency management disciplines and the

training of specialised personnel were elevated to a national strategic priority. In 2021, the fourteenth Five-Year Plan

for the National Emergency Management System was issued, which explicitly encouraged universities to offer emer-

gency management programmes (State Council of the People's Republic of China, 2021). As noted, by 2024, 43 uni-

versities in China had developed undergraduate programmes in emergency management, and at least 25 institutions

had established postgraduate programmes in emergency management. Two main forces drove the development of

emergency management education: (i) the practical need for professionalisation in the field; and (ii) national policy

initiatives on emergency management (Hu and Zhang, 2020).

The comparative method enables researchers to understand better the disaster management practices of

different countries. It does so by highlighting nations' commonalities and differences in emergency manage-

ment, thereby enhancing understanding of emergency management institutions worldwide and fostering the

development of new theories of or concepts on emergency management (McEntire, 2007). However, existing

comparative studies have focused on comparing emergency management higher education in China and the US

using qualitative methods, aiming to identify the developmental needs of emergency management education in

China by drawing on successful experiences in the US (Hong, 2011; Han, 2019; Hu and Zhang, 2020). While

these studies have admittedly supplied background information and laid the groundwork for this line of inquiry,

they are limited in that they have only examined certain aspects of a small number of programmes; therefore,

they were not comprehensive and did not provide quantitative insights into the programmes. There is, accord-

ingly, a need for in-depth comparative analysis of emergency management higher education in the two coun-

tries using quantitative and big data mining methods.

2.2 | Analytical framework

To conduct a comprehensive and in-depth comparison of emergency management undergraduate programmes in

China and the US, the development of a multidimensional analytical framework is required. Literature in the field of

public administration education offers valuable information for this study. Clark and Pal (2011, 2014) designed a

competency map for public policy and administration (PPA) programmes; it served as the foundation of our analytical

framework. The competency map vertically categorises courses into domains, subjects, and themes. Horizontally, it

encompasses four major areas: tools and skills; institutions and context; management functions; and public policy.

Each area is further subdivided into specific themes and topics. Building on this framework, Purón Cid (2019)
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expanded the scope of analysis for comparative studies of PPA education programmes. Specifically, he proposed that

programmes be analysed across four dimensions: general characteristics; faculty; curricula; and concepts.

Drawing on the foregoing competency map framework, we devised an analytical framework for comparing

undergraduate emergency management programmes in Chinese and American colleges and universities. The frame-

work includes general characteristics, educational goals, faculty, and curricula as dimensions for the comparative

analysis (see Figure 1). The general characteristics dimension encompasses basic information about degree

programmes (that is, department affiliation, degree type, programme duration, and credit requirements). The educa-

tional goals dimension comprises the overall goals that the national government's education department has set and

the specific goals that universities established. The faculty dimension consists of the number of faculty members,

gender distribution, professional titles, and educational backgrounds. It provides insights into the human resources

allocated to the programme and the expertise available to students. The curriculum dimension builds on the delinea-

tion of courses by Clark and Pal (2014) and identifies three major domains: tools and skills; institutions and context;

and emergency management functions. Furthermore, in consideration of the interdisciplinary nature of emergency

management (Liu et al., 2025), we introduced a fourth curriculum domain: multidisciplinary approaches. It recognises

that emergency management draws on an array of disciplines, such as geography, sociology, and public administra-

tion (Neal, 2000; Cwiak, 2011; Henkey, 2011; Urby and McEntire, 2014). Using the analytical framework, we per-

formed a comprehensive comparison of undergraduate emergency management programmes in China and the US.

Our PPA-based framework is particularly well-suited to analysing emergency management programmes owing

to the close association between emergency management and PPA. First, as Waugh, Jr. (2015, p. 3) asserted, ‘[e]
mergency management is the quintessential government role’, thereby highlighting that emergency management is

inherently a public administration function designed to help individuals, families, and communities mitigate, prepare

for, respond to, and recover from hazards (McLoughlin, 1985; Petak, 1985; Comfort, Waugh, and Cigler, 2012).

Second, emergency management is fundamentally a management-centred activity, embedded within the broader

field of public administration. Many failures in disaster response can be traced not to technical deficits but to weak-

nesses in organisational coordination, planning, accountability, and leadership—core concerns that public administra-

tion addresses (Urby and McEntire, 2014). Third, our PPA framework has broad applicability and is apt for cross-

national comparisons. This is because both academic research on and real-world practice in emergency management

fundamentally revolve around the four dimensions of the framework (tools and skills, institutions and context,

F IGURE 1 The analytical framework Source: authors.
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management functions, and public policy). Thus, it enables a systematic analysis of emergency management

programmes by examining how each one develops students' competencies vis-à-vis the institutional environment,

management functions, application of relevant tools and skills, and engagement with public policy processes.

3 | METHODS AND DATA

3.1 | Methods

This study utilised a comparative research method. Our comparative analysis was performed around the aforemen-

tioned four dimensions (general characteristics, faculty, educational goals, and curriculum). Regarding general charac-

teristics, we analysed, as noted, data on department affiliation, degree type, programme duration, and credit

requirements. Department affiliation identified the department that offered the programme (such as a Department

of Political Science or a Department of Public Health). Degree type referred, for instance, to a Bachelor of Science

degree or a Bachelor of Arts degree. Programme duration and credit requirements reflected the length of academic

study required and the credit load needed for graduation, respectively.

In terms of educational goals, we assessed the overarching objectives of the emergency management

programmes in both countries. By examining detailed programme descriptions and specific objectives, we were able

to compare educational goals with regard to knowledge and competence, highlighting their similarities and

differences.

Analysis of faculty members involved collecting and evaluating data on faculty members' gender, professional

title, highest degree, major, and alma mater. This comparison sought to appraise the size and composition of faculty

in emergency management programmes in Chinese and American institutions. Social network analysis is able to

investigate social phenomena and events through the lens of networks, and it is useful for comprehending these

interactions as well as the underlying structures and patterns. Consequently, we employed a social network analysis

approach to map faculty hiring patterns and networks across universities.

Regarding curriculum, we compiled course information—types, credits, names, and descriptions—and performed

a descriptive statistical analysis of courses on the curricula. We then undertook a detailed comparative analysis of

the curricula in the four key domains of the framework: tools and skills; institutions and context; emergency manage-

ment functions; and multidisciplinary approaches. In addition, we conducted interviews with emergency

management experts to verify and interpret the findings of our study.

3.2 | Data

Both China and the US have established educational programmes at the undergraduate, postgraduate, and doctoral

levels in emergency management higher education. Given that undergraduate education is the foundation of higher

education programmes in both countries, we focused solely on that level. Doing so led us to select samples from col-

leges and universities in China and the US that offer undergraduate programmes in emergency management.

In China, there are a number of emergency management-related majors that involve different disciplines, includ-

ing engineering, management, law, and political science. Therefore, to ensure consistency in our comparative analy-

sis, we only selected those Chinese programmes in which the title contained ‘Emergency Management’ (‘Ying Ji

Guan Li’). According to the 2022 undergraduate major filing catalogue of higher education institutions issued by

China's MOE, there were 43 undergraduate emergency management programmes in the country. Among them, four

could not be accessed through their official websites and hence were excluded. Accordingly, 39 programmes were

retained (see Appendix A in the supplementary materials).1 We then collected information regarding the introduc-

tion, curriculum, and faculty of these undergraduate programmes in emergency management.

6 of 24 LIU ET AL.
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In the US, 240 undergraduate emergency management programmes had been established as of early 2024. To

obtain a comparable number of programmes, using U.S. News & World Report's ‘Best National Universities

Rankings’ in 2023, we first selected the top 30 institutions that offered undergraduate emergency management

programmes. Next, we identified all undergraduate programmes that were explicitly titled ‘Emergency Management’
in the top 30 institutions. We included undergraduate programmes titled ‘Emergency Management’, thereby exclud-

ing related programmes with a different primary focus (such as Homeland Security and Fire Science). Programmes

with very similar titles (such as ‘Emergency Services Administration’) were also included, though, provided that their

curriculum demonstrated a strong emphasis on emergency management and aligned with the core competencies of

emergency management. A total of 42 undergraduate emergency management programmes were selected (see

Appendix B). Note that some of the top 30 US institutions had multiple undergraduate emergency management

programmes. We then collected information on them by reviewing each programme's official website.

In summary, a total of 81 undergraduate emergency management programmes offered by 69 colleges and uni-

versities in China and the US were selected for comparative analysis. Faculty information was collected by searching

data from various sources, such as a programme's official website and the LinkedIn professional network website.

Faculty publication records were obtained by searching China Academic Journal Network Publishing Database, the

Web of Science platform, and Google Scholar. After a comprehensive quality check and verification, a total of

157 faculty members of 28 US institutions were identified, with the exception of those at Bethel University in Min-

nesota and Colorado State University, where access to their programmes' faculty information was limited. In China, a

total of 430 faculty members of 35 universities were identified. Faculty information about the undergraduate emer-

gency management programmes at Qinghai Normal University, Guizhou University of Commerce, Wuchang Univer-

sity of Technology, and Southwestern University of Finance and Economics were not collected because of a lack of

access to such information.

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | General characteristics

As mentioned earlier, we compared the general characteristics of undergraduate emergency management

programmes in terms of department affiliation, degree type, programme duration, and credit requirements. In US

universities, the Department of Politics and Public Affairs (32.4 per cent), Department of Emergency Management

(18.9 per cent), and Department of Professional Studies (13.5 per cent) were the top three host departments for

undergraduate emergency management programmes (see Figure 2). Programmes in the Department of Professional

Studies often catered to practitioners' professional development and continuing education. In Chinese universities,

the top three host departments were Emergency Management (48.7 per cent), Economics and Business (17.9 per

cent), and Politics and Public Affairs (12.8 per cent). We also found that none of the analysed US universities had

dedicated emergency management schools/colleges that hosted the emergency management departments. In China,

however, there were dedicated emergency management schools for hosting the emergency management depart-

ments, such as the School of Emergency Management at Jinan University.

In addition, universities in both China and the US offered undergraduate emergency management programmes

within law departments with a focus on criminal justice. In the US, these programmes were usually found in criminal

justice departments, but in China, they were offered in public security departments, emphasising social safety issues

such as crime and law enforcement. Furthermore, both countries provided undergraduate programmes in emergency

management, tailored to public health emergencies, through the department of public health and medicine. This spe-

cialisation demonstrated a nuanced approach to emergency management education by addressing diverse types of

emergencies based on the host department. In China, some undergraduate emergency management programmes

were situated within the departments of economics, management, and business, probably because China's MOE
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officially categorises emergency management as a subdiscipline of management. In the US, though, owing to the

field's close ties to geography and sociology (Neal, 2000), some emergency management programmes were offered

in these departments, a practice that is rare in China.

There is a notable difference in the degree types offered by undergraduate emergency management programmes

in China and the US. In China, all undergraduate emergency management programmes awarded a bachelor's degree

in management, whereas in the US, programmes exhibited greater diversity in the types of degree awarded. Specifi-

cally, the majority (78.6 per cent) awarded a Bachelor of Science degree. Programmes housed in sociology or law

departments often conferred a Bachelor of Arts degree (10.7 per cent). A few programmes, though, issued degrees

such as a Bachelor of Applied Science or a Bachelor of Multidisciplinary Studies.

Regarding programme duration, there were few differences between the Chinese and American programmes. In

China, although some universities offered flexible study durations of three to six or four to six years to accommodate

various students' needs, undergraduate emergency management programmes typically followed a standard four-year

curriculum. Similarly, in the US, most programmes had a four-year curriculum, with some opting for a flexible three

to four year alternative. Longer study cycles, such as five to six years, were rare in the US. This might be because

many US programmes catered to working professionals who may have been deterred by extended commitments that

would impact their career advancement.

In terms of graduation credit requirements, Chinese undergraduate emergency management programmes typi-

cally required 140–180 total credits, with many (40.0 per cent) concentrated in the 160–170 credit range.

Programmes in the US were usually offered in the format of undergraduate majors and minors. A major generally

required 120–130 credits, among which almost one-half (42.5 per cent) of the programmes stipulated 120 credits.

Programmes that granted an emergency management minor had lower credit requirements: usually 15–30 credits.

Although Chinese programmes had a higher total credit count than American programmes, the difference was not

substantial when the credits were converted into credit hours.

4.2 | Educational goals

As established by FEMA, the overarching goals for emergency management higher education in the US were sub-

sumed into four key categories (Blanchard, 2008):

F IGURE 2 Department affiliations of undergraduate emergency management programmes in the US (A) and
China (B) Source: authors.
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1. fostering the advancement of the academic discipline and its theoretical framework to lay the foundation for

expanding professional knowledge in emergency management;

2. enhancing students' individual knowledge and skills in emergency management;

3. improving the efficacy of emergency management practices; and

4. cultivating a culture of preparedness and prevention to bolster risk awareness and crisis response capabilities

among the populace.

In addition, with regard to emergency management core competencies, FEMA's Higher Education Program

developed the Next Generation Emergency Management Core Competencies framework, in which the compe-

tencies are organised in three interrelated, nested categories: those that build the individual; those that

develop the practitioner; and those that strengthen relationships (Feldmann-Jensen, Jensen, and Smith, 2017).

In contrast, China—more specifically, its MOE and MEM—did not prescribe a unified set of goals for university-

level emergency management degree programmes. Consequently, Chinese universities formulated their own

educational objectives based on enrolment demands, employment trends, institutional characteristics, and dis-

ciplinary strengths.

By categorising the specific requirements of emergency management undergraduate programmes in Chi-

nese and American universities, we found distinct differences in both knowledge and competencies (see

Figure 3). In terms of knowledge, both Chinese and American programmes underscored the interdisciplinary

nature of emergency management, aiming to cultivate a robust and diversified knowledge base among stu-

dents. However, significant differences existed between them: US institutions adopted a foundation in compre-

hensive emergency management, integrating ‘all-hazards' and ‘all-phases' emergency management activities

into their teaching. They focused on the core concepts of the National Incident Management System (NIMS)

and the Incident Command System (ICS) while emphasising homeland security- and counterterrorism-related

knowledge. Chinese programmes, meanwhile, concentrated on equipping students with a deep understanding

of the mechanisms underlying the formation and evolution of emergencies and emphasised knowledge of

F IGURE 3 Educational goals of undergraduate emergency management programmes in the US (A) and China (B)

Source: authors.
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disaster prevention, mitigation, and work safety, as well as relevant emergency management policies and

regulations.

Regarding competencies, both Chinese and American programmes underscored core skills, such as professional

ethics, risk management, and information technology proficiency. Their approaches diverged, though, in terms of

competency development: US programmes prioritised enhancing critical thinking skills, encompassing strategic,

adaptive, and innovative thinking and problem solving. After all, the ability to identify pertinent evidence, compre-

hend interconnections in complex data, and elucidate the linkages between potential causes and effects is crucial for

effective decision-making, adaptive actions, and success in unpredictable situations (Feldmann-Jensen, Jensen, and

Smith, 2017). Chinese programmes, in contrast, centred on cultivating well-rounded personal qualities, such as sys-

tematic thinking, social responsibility, and scientific and humanistic literacy. Whereas US programmes placed a stress

on the communication and collaboration skills essential for network governance and cross-organisational disaster

response, Chinese institutions put greater emphasis on command and decision-making capabilities.

In addition to the goals of knowledge and competencies, professional development and career paths were inte-

gral to the educational aims of emergency management programmes in both countries. In the US, programme

designs were tailored to the characteristics of the target students. For those lacking practical experience in the field,

programmes sought to prepare them for diverse and extensive career opportunities in the future. For industry pro-

fessionals enrolled in undergraduate programmes, they served as a means of bridging skill gaps, attaining professional

certification, and expanding career horizons. In China, meanwhile, programmes prioritised alignment with the evolv-

ing demands of the emergency management sector. They offered students access to a broad spectrum of career

prospects and endeavoured to enhance their competitiveness in various domains, such as government bodies and

business and social organisations, as well as in higher education institutions.

4.3 | Curriculum

The curriculum structure of US emergency management programmes was divided into three core categories: general

education courses; major courses; and elective courses. General education courses encompassed a diverse array of

subjects spanning languages, mathematics, humanities, arts, social sciences, and natural sciences. Depending on a

programme's focus, some also offered courses in life sciences, physics and chemistry, and business. Minor degree

programmes followed a more streamlined curriculum that contained courses from the major curriculum.

With regard to Chinese programmes, the curriculum was organised into general education courses, major

courses, and internship/practice components. General education comprised compulsory and elective courses, with

compulsory subjects focusing on ideological and political education, military studies, and language; electives allowed

students to flexibly improve their literacy in humanities, arts, and sciences. Major courses were further categorised

into major required courses and major elective courses. Internship and practice courses played a vital role in honing

students' practical skills, such as labour education, social practices, and practical training.

We compiled data on 705 major courses from 42 US programmes. They had an average of 16.8 courses per pro-

gramme. When categorised by degree type, US bachelor's programmes (26 in total) offered an average of 19.8

courses; however, programmes that offered a minor in emergency management (16) had an average of 11.9 courses.

In China, undergraduate emergency management programmes each averaged 43.9 courses. In terms of the structure

of major courses, the two countries exhibited similarities. In the US, required courses in the major constituted 56.3

per cent of the total, with major elective courses comprising 43.7 per cent, whereas in China, required courses in the

major comprised 52.9 per cent of the total, with major elective courses comprising 47.1 per cent, thus reflecting a

distribution pattern comparable to that in the US. In addition, there were no emergency management minor

programmes in China; this situation is likely due to the relatively late start of undergraduate emergency management

education. In contrast, minor programmes in emergency management were prevalent in the US, reflecting an

approach that emphasised interdisciplinary integration, flexible learning pathways, and the cultivation of broad-based
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public service competencies rather than exclusive professional specialisation. This finding also highlighted a struc-

tural difference between the two countries: China placed greater emphasis on full-degree major programmes,

whereas minors were a distinctive feature of the US system.

We also examined the domains of courses in the curricula of undergraduate emergency management

programmes in Chinese and American universities. We did so by categorising major courses into our framework's

four domains: tools and skills; institutions and context; emergency management functions; and multidisciplinary

approaches. Both countries prioritised the ‘tools and skills’ category, making it the focal point of their curricula (see

Figure 4) and aligning with trends observed in PPA programmes (Purón Cid, 2019). In the US, ‘tools and skills’
courses were the most frequently offered classes in the programmes (44.9 per cent), followed by ‘emergency man-

agement functions’ (21.1 per cent), ‘institutions and context’ (19.6 per cent), and ‘multidisciplinary approaches’
(14.4 per cent). Compared with US programmes, Chinese programmes had a markedly higher percentage of ‘tools
and skills’ courses (59.8 per cent), but a lower percentage of ‘institutions and context’ courses (5 per cent). The pro-

portions of courses in the other two domains on Chinese programmes were as follows: 20.5 per cent for ‘multi-

disciplinary approaches’; and 14.7 per cent for ‘emergency management functions’.
The comparison between the US and China revealed distinct differences in curriculum topics within each

domain. Courses in ‘tools and skills’ primarily addressed statistics and data analysis, leadership and communication,

emergency professional skills, and research design and thesis writing. US programmes emphasised the cultivation of

leadership and collaboration skills, as well as offering courses in identification and disposal of hazardous materials,

Geographic Information Systems, and medical first aid, among others. Chinese programmes featured a multitude of

statistics and data analysis courses in the ‘tools and skills’ domain. Those courses delved into emerging fields such as

big data, machine learning, and artificial intelligence, aiming to foster students' holistic proficiency. The objective was

to enable them to utilise cutting-edge information technologies in practical emergency response scenarios.

Courses in the domain of ‘institutions and context’ addressed topics such as emergency management institu-

tional systems, emergency laws and regulations, political systems and governments, socio-economic and cultural con-

texts, international contexts, and professional ethics. The comparative analysis revealed that a notable difference in

the percentage of courses dedicated to ‘institutions and context’ emerged between China and the US. In particular,

F IGURE 4 Curriculum domains of undergraduate emergency management programmes in the US and China

Source: authors.
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American programmes allocated a higher percentage (19.6 per cent) to this domain as compared to Chinese

programmes (5.0 per cent). Chinese programmes predominantly focused on emergency policies and regulations, as

well as political systems and governments. US programmes commonly offered specialised courses that provided

detailed introductions to emergency management systems in the US, such as NIMS. This emphasis aligned with the

requirements of US emergency management education, which seeks to equip students with the knowledge and

skills to function effectively within the emergency management framework and to follow its guiding principles

(Feldmann-Jensen, Jensen, and Smith, 2017).

Courses within the domain of ‘emergency management functions’ can be classified into two main categories:

phase-based functions; and operation-oriented functions. Courses on phase-based functions concentrated on the

various stages of emergency management, with US programmes typically incorporating courses centred on

the stages of mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. Chinese programmes, however, placed greater

emphasis on monitoring and early warning, as well as on rescue, but put less emphasis on prevention, preparation,

and recovery, which reflected a gap between the curriculum focus and the educational goals that stressed disaster

prevention and mitigation.

Regarding operation-oriented courses, US curricula encompassed topics such as financial management, opera-

tional management, resource management, and cross-organisation collaboration. Chinese programmes had courses

on human resource management, logistics and supply chain management, non-profit organisations, and volunteer

management. Additionally, US programmes featured many courses related to homeland security, particularly those

spotlighting terrorism and counterterrorism issues. This situation probably reflected the nation's prioritisation of

these concerns in emergency management affairs. Chinese programmes, however, placed much emphasis on security

and safety issues.2 These courses primarily centred on public safety, societal safety, and community safety, among

others, all of which were different from the US's focus on national security. Because emergency planning played a

pivotal role in China's ‘One Plan, Three Systems’ (‘Yi An San Zhi’) for emergency management, its programmes

offered extensive courses on contingency plan formulation and management. They did so to cultivate students' abili-

ties to formulate and oversee plans and to provide robust support for formulating effective emergency response

strategies.

The domain of ‘multidisciplinary approaches’ addressed topics such as public administration, sociology, econom-

ics, and geography. Sociology played a prominent role in American undergraduate emergency management

programmes, with courses extensively covering various subtopics in depth, such as disaster sociology, environmental

sociology, and the sociology of religion. Although Chinese programmes also covered sociological knowledge, greater

emphasis was placed on knowledge of public administration, disaster science, economics, and safety science.

Notably, among the 42 US programmes examined, fewer than 10 per cent offered introductory courses in public

administration. In contrast, a higher percentage of Chinese programmes included introductory courses in

public administration and public policy (43.2 and 37.8 per cent, respectively). However, despite calls from public

administration scholars to broaden the scope of emergency management education by integrating public administra-

tion knowledge into undergraduate emergency management programmes (Urby and McEntire, 2014), there remained

numerous institutions in both countries that had yet to incorporate these crucial public administration courses into

their curricula. The importance of public administration in the curricula of undergraduate emergency management

programmes had not yet been sufficiently underlined.

Further analysis of the curriculum (see Table 1) demonstrated how American and Chinese programmes

aligned with core emergency management knowledge and competencies, yet the analysis revealed critical gaps.

In US programmes, 50.5 per cent of courses focused on risk assessment and management, directly addressing

FEMA's emphasis on operational skills such as hazard mitigation and recovery planning; however, only 4.5 per

cent of courses explicitly targeted critical thinking, a competency vital for adaptive leadership in crises

(Feldmann-Jensen, Jensen, and Smith, 2017). Chinese programmes prioritised multidisciplinary approaches

(20.5 per cent) and technological skills (10.7 per cent), aligning with the MOE's mandate for industry-aligned

engineering expertise. Yet, collaboration and communication courses (2.6 per cent) were noticeably
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underrepresented in Chinese programmes, thereby likely hindering preparedness for multi-agency

coordination—a key competency in China's centralised governance model. The foregoing differences reflected

distinct curricular orientations between the US and China.

4.4 | Faculty

On average, the US had 5.4 faculty members per programme; however, the distribution of faculty members in US

undergraduate emergency management programmes was uneven. Variations in the number of faculty members were

evident, with notable differences. For example, the programme at the University of Nebraska at Omaha (UNO) had

15 faculty members, but those at Adelphi University (Adelphi) in New York and Barry University (Barry) in Florida

each had only two faculty members. In contrast, China had a higher average number (12.3) of faculty members per

programme. The distribution of faculty members was also uneven across Chinese universities. Specifically, approxi-

mately 45.8 per cent of the programmes in Chinese universities had fewer than 10 faculty members per programme;

34.2 per cent had 11–20 and 20 per cent had more than 20.

TABLE 1 Percentage of courses corresponding to educational goals in undergraduate emergency management
programmes in the US and China.

US China

Competencies Knowledge Competencies Knowledge

Critical thinking and

problem solving (4.5%)

Comprehensive

emergency management

and knowledge of all

hazards and four phases

(14.5%)

Systems thinking (4.4%) Multidisciplinary

approaches (20.5%)

Risk assessment and

management (50.5%)

Social, cultural, political,

and economic context

(22.3%)

Scientific and humanistic

literacy (15.4%)

Mechanisms of disaster

generation and evolution

(2.6%)

Technological skills (5.8%) Multidisciplinary

approaches (14.4%)

Sense of social responsibility

(1.4%)

Disaster prevention and

mitigation (5.3%)

Disaster preparedness and

planning (41.0%)

Principles of NIMS and

ICS (14.0%)

Professional ethics (0.8%) Work safety (2.8%)

Management skills (35.3%) Studies of effective

practices (24.7%)

Decision-making and

command (3.7%)

Policies and regulations on

emergency management

(5.3%)

Collaboration and

communication (7.2%)

Homeland security and

counterterrorism (14.5%)

Design and management of

contingency plan (3.4%)

Professional ethics (4.7%) Emergency response (8.3%)

Leadership (2.1%) Risk management (9.4%)

First aid and medical

service (11.8%)

Disaster planning (2.0%)

Collaboration and

communication (2.6%)

Technological skills (10.7%)

Note: the values in parentheses are the percentage of courses corresponding to the different educational goals of China

and the US.

Source: authors.
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In addition to faculty size, the composition of the faculty highlighted similarities and differences between

emergency management faculties in China and the US (see Table 2). Regarding gender distribution, both coun-

tries had more males than females. In US programmes, 61.1 per cent of the faculty were male, giving a male to

female ratio of about 1.5:1. In China, 57.9 per cent were male, yielding a male to female ratio of about 1.4:1—

slightly lower than in the US. Furthermore, when considering full-time versus part-time positions, the propor-

tion of part-time faculty in US programmes was markedly higher than in China. In US programmes, more than

one-third of the faculty (36.3 per cent) were part-time (see Table 2), but in China the proportion was only 6.5

per cent.

In terms of the distribution of academic ranks, in US programmes, assistant professors constituted the largest

share (29.3 per cent), followed by professors (22.9 per cent) and associate professors (17.2 per cent). These values

differed from the ‘inverted pyramid’ structure commonly observed in US public affairs schools, where the number of

assistant, associate, and full professors progressively increases (Zuo, Qian, and Zhao, 2019). In Chinese programmes,

associate professors comprised the highest proportion (39.5 per cent), followed by assistant professors (31.6 per

cent) and full professors (28.6 per cent).

Regarding the educational backgrounds of faculty members in emergency management programmes, the majority

in both the US and China held doctoral degrees. In US programmes, 68.2 per cent of faculty members held a doctor-

ate, 25.5 per cent possessed a master's degree, and 3.8 per cent had earned a bachelor's degree, with respect to their

TABLE 2 Characteristics of faculty members in undergraduate emergency management programmes in the US
and China.

Characteristic US China

Gender (n (%))

Male 96 (61.1%) 249 (57.9%)

Female 61 (38.9%) 181 (42.1%)

Full-time faculty/adjunct faculty (n (%))

Full-time 99 (63.1%) 401 (93.3%)

Adjunct 57 (36.3%) 28 (6.5%)

Missing 1 (0.06%) 1 (0.02%)

Professional title (n (%))

Assistant professor 46 (29.3%) 136 (31.6%)

Associate professor 27 (17.2%) 170 (39.5%)

Professor 36 (22.9%) 123 (28.6%)

Other* 48 (30.6%) 1 (0.02%)

Degree (n (%))

Bachelor's 6 (3.8%) 15 (3.5%)

Master's 40 (25.5%) 78 (18.1%)

Doctorate 107 (68.2%) 335 (77.9%)

Missing 4 (2.5%) 2 (0.05%)

Have experience of emergency management (n (%))

Yes 46 (29.3%) 10 (2.3%)

No 110 (70.1%) 402 (93.5%)

Missing 1 (0.06%) 18 (4.2%)

*‘Other’ includes instructor, director, and adjunct faculty with no title indicated.

Source: authors.
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highest level of education. In China, 77.9 per cent of faculty members had a doctorate, thus exceeding the percent-

age in the US. In addition, 18.1 per cent of Chinese faculty members had a master's degree and 3.5 per cent held only

a bachelor's degree. Overall, the educational level of emergency management faculty in Chinese programmes

appeared to be higher than their counterparts in the US. This difference may be attributed to the higher proportion

of part-time faculty in US programmes, among whom few held doctorates. Despite the elevated educational qualifi-

cations of Chinese faculty, the percentage of members with practical emergency management experience was nota-

bly lower in China (2.3 per cent), a much lower percentage than in the US (29.3 per cent).

Faculty members in US programmes had diverse disciplinary backgrounds (see Figure 5). The largest group con-

sisted of faculty members with a background in public administration and public policy (31.2 per cent), followed by

those with a background in emergency management (15.2 per cent), science (10.4 per cent), and law (10.4 per cent).

The balance included engineering, political science, education, and management. In Chinese programmes, the largest

group constituted faculty members with engineering backgrounds (34.0 per cent). This metric indicated that there

was a strong engineering focus in emergency management education in China. Faculty members with management

backgrounds accounted for 26.5 per cent, whereas those with public administration and policy backgrounds ranked

third at 15.8 per cent. The proportion of faculty with a major in emergency management was very low at only 0.3

per cent; this is likely due to the relatively recent inception of emergency management degree programmes in China.

Table 3 shows the percentages of practitioners and researchers for each type of institution/department in Amer-

ican and Chinese undergraduate emergency management programmes. In the US, many programmes featured a sub-

stantial presence of practitioners, particularly in departments focused on emergency management (39.1 per cent)

and politics and public affairs (39.1 per cent). This reflected an emphasis on applied knowledge and professional

experience, which aligned with FEMA's competency-based approach that values practice-informed instruction. In

contrast, Chinese programmes were predominantly researcher-driven, reflecting the MOE's accreditation standards,

which prioritise academic credentials and research output.

The foregoing differences had impacts on curriculum design, teaching quality, and practice opportunities for stu-

dents, as reflected in the divergent approaches to practical teaching. Service learning, which integrates theoretical

learning and real-world practice through course-related community service projects, is prevalent in US programmes

(Kapucu and Knox, 2013; Brenner, Dunn, and Velotti, 2023). Implementation and promotion of such projects benefit

from the high proportion of practitioner faculty. In contrast, Chinese programmes tended to rely on other teaching

F IGURE 5 Disciplinary backgrounds of faculty members in undergraduate emergency management programmes

in the US (A) and China (B) Source: authors.
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approaches, such as virtual simulation-based teaching (Liu, Wu, and Li, 2023), which corresponded to the predomi-

nance of academic researchers rather than practitioners in faculty.

In addition, US programmes had greater interdisciplinary practitioner engagement, drawing instructors from pub-

lic health, medicine, law, and sociology—thereby supporting a more holistic ‘all-hazards’ education model. In contrast,

practitioners in Chinese programmes were primarily from emergency management, politics and public affairs, and

management engineering. These patterns offer insights into differing national approaches to the professionalisation

of emergency management education.

To explore the patterns of faculty mobility, we created two hiring network diagrams depicting faculty employ-

ment across institutions in the US and China (see Figure 6). Each node in the graph represents a specific institution

(see Appendix C for detailed information on the institutions and their corresponding abbreviations). The size of each

node corresponds to the number of faculty members who graduated from that institution but were employed at a

different institution; the arrows indicate the direction of faculty mobility. The results (see Figure 6) revealed notable

distinctions between faculty mobility patterns in the two countries. The hiring network in China exhibited a larger

number of nodes and connecting links than its counterpart in the US. In the US, institutions such as the University of

Southern California (USC), Indiana University (IU), and the University of Pittsburgh (PITT) stood out for their substan-

tial contribution in providing faculty members for emergency management to other institutions. Faculty members

who had graduated from these institutions were widely dispersed across various universities. However, UNO, East

Tennessee State University (ETSU), and the University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) demonstrated a strong tendency

towards ‘self-sufficiency’, retaining many of their own graduates as faculty members.

In China, universities such as Beijing Normal University (BNU), Nanjing University (NJU), and University of

Science and Technology of China (USTC) were major sources of faculty for other academic institutions, with many of

their graduates assuming faculty positions in other institutions. These universities served as the emergency manage-

ment talent hub in China. However, universities such as Wuhan University of Science and Technology (WHUT), Nan-

jing University of Information Science and Technology (NUIST), and Northwest University (NWU) featured a

tendency for retaining many of their own graduates as faculty members.

TABLE 3 Percentage of practitioners and researchers from each type of institution in undergraduate emergency
management programmes in the United States and China.

Department affiliation

US China

Practitioner Researcher Practitioner Researcher

Public health and medicine 2.2% 5.4% 0% 2.0%

Professional studies 2.2% 5.4% 0% 0%

Humanities 10.9% 3.6% 0% 0%

Politics and public affairs 39.1% 35.1% 27.3% 11.7%

Law 2.2% 8.1% 0% 11.0%

Emergency management 39.1% 24.3% 54.5% 57.4%

Sociology 2.2% 4.5% 0% 0%

Management engineering 0% 0% 18.2% 6.2%

Economics and business 0% 0% 0% 11.7%

Other 2.2% 13.5% 0% 0%

Total 100% (n = 46) 100% (n = 111) 100% (n = 11) 100% (n = 401)

Note: the values in parentheses are the percentage of practitioners and researchers from each type of institution in each

country.

Source: authors.
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The mobility of faculty members in terms of migration between Chinese and American universities was minimal.

Indeed, we only identified two cases: a faculty member from Jinan Normal University (JNU) in China who had gradu-

ated from the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI) in the US; and another faculty member from Jackson State

University (JSU) who had graduated from Tsinghua University (THU) in China. This metric highlighted the potential

for increasing collaborations and exchanges between the two countries in emergency management education.

We also examined the internal community structure of the faculty hiring network in the US and China using the

Louvain algorithm (see Figure 6). We found that geographic proximity determined hiring relationships to some

extent. In other words, faculty members in undergraduate emergency management programmes in both nations usu-

ally found their jobs in the same region as where they obtained their highest degree. For instance, universities

located in the central part of the US—such as Texas Southern University (TSU), UNO, and UNT—had formed a sub-

group in which programmes in these institutions tended to hire graduates from each other. In China, a subcluster

had formed in Fujian Province and Jiangxi Province in the southeast of the country, which consisted of Xiamen Uni-

versity (XMU), Fujian Normal University (FNU), Jimei University (JMU), and Huaqiao University (HQU), Nanchang

University (NCU), Jiangxi Agricultural University (JAU), and JNU.

There were exceptions to the impact of geographic proximity on hiring patterns in the US. For instance, at Idaho

State University (ISU) in the northwestern part of the US, faculty in its emergency management programme not only

came from nearby institutions—such as the Naval Postgraduate School (NPS) in California—but also from colleges

and universities in the central and eastern regions of the country, such as Saint Louis University (SLU), Harvard

University (Harvard), and Boston University (BU).

In China, in addition to the impact of geographic proximity on hiring patterns, disciplinary affiliations of emer-

gency management programmes in different institutions played a role. For instance, faculty members of the sub-

cluster consisting of NJU and other institutions were primarily from public administration and political science. In

other words, the subcluster consisting of NJU and other universities had formed partly because the programmes in

these institutions tended to hire faculty members with a disciplinary background in public administration and political

science from each other, and these institutions had developed a reputation in these disciplines. Similarly, universities

with strengths in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, such as USTC, had formed a subcluster that

F IGURE 6 Faculty hiring network in undergraduate emergency management programmes in the US (A) and
China (B) Source: authors.
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was characterised by faculty members from disciplines such as management science, engineering, safety science, and

meteorology, among others.

5 | DISCUSSION

5.1 | Explanations of the comparative results

Our comparative analyses revealed substantial differences between the undergraduate emergency management

programmes in the US and China. What are the underlying reasons for them? We argue that the different leadership

roles of the emergency management agencies in the two governments help to explain some of the differences.

In the US, FEMA has consistently played a leading and supporting role in advancing emergency management

higher education. For example, as mentioned earlier, in 1994, the agency initiated the Higher Education Program to

foster growth in college- and university-based programmes in emergency management. In 1998, it held the first

Higher Education Conference, with the goal of establishing emergency management programmes in all 50 states.

Over the years, FEMA's Higher Education Program has achieved remarkable results: it has facilitated the establish-

ment of many emergency management programmes within the higher education community, with tens of thousands

of students enrolling annually. Moreover, it has expanded the reach of emergency management higher education to

include not only students but also practitioners and the broader professional community (Phillips, Neal, and

Webb, 2016). Undoubtedly, FEMA has played a leading and sustained role in curriculum development, faculty train-

ing, student career development, and, more broadly, the emergence and professionalisation of emergency manage-

ment degree programmes.

China's approach differs from that of the US. For instance, while FEMA and the EMI have provided national

guidance and frameworks for university-level emergency management education programmes (Blanchard, 2008),

Chinese emergency management and education authorities have yet to offer comprehensive national directives for

the establishment of such programmes. Instead, they have encouraged the formation of inter-university alliances and

collaborative platforms (for instance, the National Alliance of Undergraduate Emergency Management Programs,

established in June 2021) as a way to explore development paths for emergency management higher education. This

approach is probably because of the relative recency of the development of China's MEM, as its operational func-

tions have yet to be confirmed and stabilised (Wu et al., 2021). Consequently, the role of the MEM in shaping higher

education in China remains unclear. Studies have shown that, in the initial stages of emergency management pro-

gramme development, institutional support is a crucial enabler, fostering rapid programme growth and collaborative

opportunities (Yakubu and Jensen, 2019). The US model of initiating and advancing emergency management educa-

tion programmes through FEMA offers valuable insights for other nations.

In addition to the different leadership roles that their respective government agencies have played, dissimilar

policy and mission priority areas in emergency management between the US and China also contribute to distinc-

tions in their undergraduate emergency management programmes. Following the terrorist attacks on 11 September

2001, homeland security became a paramount issue on the emergency management agenda of the US (Stewart and

Vocino, 2013; Staupe-Delgado, Abdel-Fattah, and Pursiainen, 2022). This phenomenon led to the creation of the

Department of Homeland Security, which assumed key responsibilities in homeland security. Consequently, under-

graduate emergency management programmes in the US have placed more emphasis on homeland security and inte-

grated counterterrorism elements to prepare emergency management professionals in homeland security. In

contrast, China's MEM has concentrated primarily on the management of disasters triggered by natural hazards and

technological accidents. Societal security emergencies fall under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Public Security,

and public health emergencies are usually overseen by the National Health Commission. This division of responsibili-

ties signifies a strategic trade-off that the MEM has made, placing ‘all-hazards management’ in the back seat to

advance ‘all-phase management’ for disasters triggered by natural hazards and technological disasters (Tong, 2018).
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Therefore, the goals of undergraduate emergency management programmes in China, shaped by the MEM's institu-

tional focus, tend to prioritise prevention and mitigation of such events.

Moreover, the US emergency management system has proactively adapted to increasingly complex and diverse

disasters and emergencies in a changing environment (Kapucu, 2009). Doing so has led to elevated demand for com-

munication and collaboration skills among emergency management professionals. Consequently, undergraduate

emergency management programmes in the US strongly emphasise students' competencies in communication and

collaboration to align with the collaborative demands in the emergency management institutional system. In contrast,

China's emergency management institutional system revolves around the foundational tenet of unified leadership

(Zhang and Tong, 2022). Within this unified and hierarchical institution (Li, Liu, and Liu, 2023), coordination mecha-

nisms tend to be more centralised, based on a ‘command and control’ model (Hu et al., 2021) and a top-down power

structure that plays pivotal roles in policy implementation (Hu and Zhang, 2020). In China, the abilities to direct, com-

mand, and make decisions are paramount for ensuring the effective handling of emergencies and the coordination of

emergency response efforts during crises. Thus, undergraduate emergency management programmes in China place

significant emphasis on cultivating students' command and decision-making capabilities.

In summary, the differences in emergency management institutional systems between the US and China have

led to different requirements for students' abilities and skills. The decentralised emergency management governance

in the US underscores the collaborative competencies of emergency managers (Kapucu and Garayev, 2016). How-

ever, China's centralised governance demands command and decision-making abilities in emergency managers

(Comfort and Zhang, 2020).

The different foundations of emergency management as a field of study in the two nations offer an explanation

for the differences in the department affiliations of undergraduate emergency management programmes in the US

and China. In the US, the primary foundation disciplines of the field of emergency management are sociology, geog-

raphy, public administration, and public policy (Henkey, 2011; Comfort, Waugh, and Cigler, 2012; Urby and

McEntire, 2014). In contrast, in China, the emergency management discipline has evolved primarily from fields such

as management science and safety engineering (Yi et al., 2011). Consequently, many of China's undergraduate emer-

gency management programmes are housed within management schools/departments, whereas in the US, some

programmes are affiliated with sociology and geography departments.

Our comparison of faculty member characteristics reveals that undergraduate emergency management programmes

in the US have a much larger proportion of adjunct professors than those in China. This finding may well be explained from

two vantage points. First, the US approach is an effective way to leverage real-world expertise and bring current, practical

insights into the classroom. Many adjunct professors are professionals actively working in emergency management. That

experience allows them to offer students hands-on knowledge, case studies, and insights that full-time academic faculty,

who may focus more on theory, might not possess. After all, in terms of its intellectual roots, emergency management

emerged from a practical field. This approach helps to bridge the gap between theory and practice (Wolf-Fordham, 2020),

thus providing students with the skills that they need to respond effectively to real-world situations. In the US, programme

designs are tailored to a diverse student population, which includes emergency management personnel who seek to bridge

skill gaps and obtain certification. This diversity in student backgrounds creates a demand for faculty with practical experi-

ence, which, in turn, contributes to the higher proportion of practitioners in US emergency management programmes. In

contrast, Chinese programmes place greater emphasis on the delivery of systematic knowledge and standardised command

processes, where the academically-oriented faculty are better equipped than their practitioner-oriented counterparts to

deliver systematic knowledge.

Second, reliance on adjunct faculty in the US could also be viewed as being the result of universities' hesitancy

to invest in full-time faculty positions for emergency management programmes. Adjuncts typically receive lower pay

and fewer benefits than full-time faculty members, thereby making them an especially cost-effective option for

higher education institutions. The widespread use of adjuncts may reflect, therefore, a combination of effective

resource utilisation and budgetary constraints in the US higher education system. This recruitment behaviour might

indicate a lack of commitment by some US universities to invest adequately in the long-term development of
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emergency management as an academic discipline. Although adjuncts offer valuable professional experience, a

greater balance with full-time faculty could ensure more stable and sustained academic growth, research, and curric-

ulum development in the field.

5.2 | Implications

This study provides a starting point for comparative analysis of emergency management education between China

and the US. Through a systematic examination of 81 undergraduate programmes across both countries using quanti-

tative methods, our research transcends the primarily qualitative or single country-focused studies that have domi-

nated the domain. By offering a rich and robust quantitative understanding of the similarities and differences in

programme structure, curriculum design, faculty composition, and educational objectives between emergency man-

agement programmes in China and the US, the current undertaking complements extant work and addresses a gap

in the existing literature. Moreover, our efforts introduce an analytic framework that can be used to guide future

studies in the field of emergency management and related disciplines.

We summarise several key lessons for optimising undergraduate emergency management programmes, which

provide practical implications for their development. By drawing on these insights, nations can adapt their educa-

tional strategies to address their priorities and challenges.

Promoting interdisciplinary integration is crucial. As we found, courses in Chinese programmes focus predomi-

nantly on ‘tools and skills’ (59.8 per cent) that emphasise technical proficiencies. In contrast, courses in American

programmes are more diverse, incorporating ‘institutions and context’ (19.6 per cent) and ‘emergency management

functions’ (21.1 per cent). Integrating these diverse components ensures that students gain a well-rounded under-

standing of emergency management that spans technical skills and comprehensive knowledge of socio-political and

environmental contexts.

Maintaining cohesiveness among national strategies, government policies, and programme development is essential.

Doing so involves translation of national strategies into actionable government policies, as well as the subsequent transfer

of those policies into concrete programme development efforts. FEMA has long played a leading role in the development

of emergency management programmes in the US, enhancing the systematisation and standardisation of curricula. Under

FEMA's guidance, these programmes are aligned with national objectives and place particular stress on cultivating students'

critical thinking and communication skills. Meanwhile, Chinese programmes emphasise decision-making skills, reflecting

their administrative focus. Such specificity facilitates curriculum development that spotlights the competencies that are

most relevant and needed in each country's emergency management sector. One example in China is the establishment of

the National Industry–Education Collaboration Alliance in Safety and Emergency in 2019 and the launch of the Intelligent

Learning Workshop of Emergency and Safety Management by the MOE in 2020, both of which have contributed to a cur-

riculum that is increasingly oriented towards a more ‘tools and skills’ design.
Developing a full emergency management programme may be challenging for low- and middle-income countries.

Consequently, such nations can start by initially developing a minor in emergency management. An effective

approach may be to integrate emergency management minors into related fields such as engineering or public health.

Doing so allows students from different backgrounds to gain essential emergency management skills. Such curricula

prepare them to become skilled professionals who can handle risks and crises in their own spheres. This approach

helps to build a workforce with interdisciplinary skills, ready to manage various emergencies effectively.

Strengthening international scholarly communication and collaboration would be helpful. Indeed, increased

cooperation and exchange among faculty from different countries can significantly advance emergency management

education. Our analysis of the faculty hiring network, however, indicates that mobility between Chinese and Ameri-

can emergency management programmes is noticeably limited, with only two cases identified. This finding under-

scores a need to foster deeper academic partnerships. Such collaboration could not only support the mutual growth

of emergency management programmes, but also encourage enhanced knowledge sharing across borders, thus

improving the quality of teaching and research in both countries.

20 of 24 LIU ET AL.

 14677717, 2026, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/disa.70030 by Z

hongshan U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [22/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Lastly, enhancing faculty composition can support educational outcomes. In the US, the substantial use of

adjunct faculty (36.3 per cent) with practical experience contrasts with China's preference for faculty with engineer-

ing backgrounds (34.0 per cent). A balanced faculty that combines practical experience and academic expertise can

provide a richer educational experience, offering students practical insights alongside theoretical knowledge.

5.3 | Limitations

This study has certain limitations that are suggestive of future research avenues. First, data constraints hin-

dered a comprehensive analysis of student enrolment scales, structures, and employment outcomes. Conse-

quently, understanding of the workforce alignment for emergency management personnel was limited.

Additionally, this work only selected those emergency management programmes that explicitly used

‘Emergency Management’ in their title; therefore, some programmes that addressed other types of emergent

issues, such as epidemic management, were not included. Future research could address these foregoing limita-

tions by exploring enrolment dynamics and employment trends using more extensive data. Furthermore,

employing diverse data collection methods such as field research, interviews, and surveys could provide further

insights into the challenges facing undergraduate emergency management programmes and thus may offer pos-

sible coping strategies. Finally, while this study utilised the PPA framework for analysis, future research could

employ alternative analytical approaches to explore further the similarities and differences between undergrad-

uate emergency management education programmes in China and the US.

6 | CONCLUSION

This study has presented a comprehensive comparative analysis of 81 undergraduate emergency management

programmes in China and the US, focusing on four key dimensions: general characteristics; educational objectives; faculty;

and curricula. It found that in the US, emergency management programmes were predominantly affiliated with political

and public affairs departments and awarded Bachelor of Science or Bachelor of Arts degrees. Conversely, Chinese

programmes were primarily housed within emergency management departments and conferred bachelor's degrees in man-

agement. Regarding educational goals, both countries emphasised interdisciplinary integration, yet US programmes aligned

with the overarching objectives set by FEMA, emphasising critical thinking, communication, and collaboration skills. In con-

trast, Chinese programmes placed greater stress on decision-making and command abilities than critical thinking. In terms

of faculty composition, Chinese programmes had a larger number of faculty with engineering backgrounds, but US

programmes featured more faculty with backgrounds in public administration and policy, and a significant proportion of

adjunct faculty with professional experience. We also found that faculty hiring relationships were determined by geo-

graphic proximity to some extent in both countries. In addition, we discovered a hiring pattern of disciplinary similarity in

China. This finding means that programmes with a dominant discipline tend to hire faculty members from similar disci-

plines. Our comparative analysis of curriculum revealed that both Chinese and American programmes had a marked pro-

portion of tools and skills courses. However, US programmes designed their curriculum around the four phases of

emergency management, with an emphasis on homeland security topics such as counterterrorism. Chinese programmes,

though, placed a greater focus on disaster monitoring, early warning, and effective response. These differences highlighted

the differing institutions involved in, the priorities of, and the approaches to emergency management in the two countries.
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